The Hollywood action blockbuster has been known to benefit from conventions that assure its success at the box-office. Since these films are often identified with male genres, they feature male protagonists, causing them to mostly appeal to male audiences. Nevertheless, to attract female spectators as well, blockbusters incorporate female characters and what I like to call "romantic relief" into their narrative. Moments of romantic relief allow both the characters in the film and the audience to forget about the main action of the film briefly. These, however, fail to change the storyline in any significant way. This article largely focuses on romantic relief and its manifestation in such films as Avatar, Armageddon, Transformers and The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug.
It Is a Man's World: Romantic Relief In The Hollywood Blockbuster Esma Kartal
Noisy explosions, fast-paced editing that will most probably give you a headache, manly men saving Planet Earth from ridiculously terrifying enemy attackers, numerous scenes filled with violence, car chases and plenty of fighting of epic proportions. Sound familiar? These characteristics of the high-budget action blockbuster constitute Hollywood's quite possibly most overused generic formula in the last four decades -always poised for success and guaranteed to make a splash. The blockbuster film appears to satisfy viewers and fulfill their perhaps most primitive motive to go to the movies in the first place: to be entertained.
Blockbusters prove to be relatively more accessible as they are a little bit of everything, which brings the issue of genre into discussion. Genre often helps us determine our expectations prior to viewing films. In the case of Hollywood blockbusters, which are dominated by action and adventure genres, these expectations are often met since film companies are fully conscious of what the audience wishes to see on the screen, of which they make use to do well at the box-office. It is, therefore, safe to say that one of genre's many functions is to lead filmmakers and film companies so their films can make profit by using conventions the audience is already familiar with. As pointed out by Steve Neale, genres "serve as basic and 'convenient' categories in which to organize capital assets so as to ensure that their capacity will be utilized to the maximum" (1980: 53) . To that end, genres have been known to be mingled to appeal to all kinds of audiences. Rick Altman states "At every turn, we find that Hollywood labours to identify its pictures with multiple genres, in order to benefit from the increased interest that this strategy inspires in diverse demographic groups" (2010: 57). Altman's categorization of genres may also come in handy at this particular point. He divides genres into three categories in relation to their appeal to various audiences: male, female, and tertium quid genres exemplified by the Western, romantic comedy, and fantasy respectively (2010: 12). The aforementioned action genre characterized by never-ending adventure that keeps the audience on the edge of their seat is inherently male, featuring almost exclusively male protagonists. Male genres, as a result, are more inclined to be targeted at male audiences. To attract female audiences as well, however, these mainstream films traditionally incorporate female characters and romance subplots into the mix.
This strategy has long been used, as made evident by Leo A. Handel's study titled Women expressed strong dislikes for mystery and horror pictures, gangster and G-men movies, war movies and Westerns. Their greatest enthusiasms were for love stories, which was the category most strongly disliked by men, whose strongest preference was for war movies. Hollywood's logic was to combine the two.
The aforementioned romance subplot seldom intersects with the primary storyline at hand and is often separated from it not forwarding the main action of the film in any way.
Female characters are usually left out from the venture taking place or are present in the film for the entertainment of men. They tend to be portrayed as worrying about the male characters while they do all the work. Nevertheless, I would not go so far as to call their existence in these films utterly pointless as they provide what I like to call "romantic relief."
The term is derived from "comic relief" -a device that functions as a getaway for the audience to relax in films otherwise deemed as serious or heavy. I have coined this term to refer to any romance scene in a given film that features the male lead and quite possibly his love interest.
The idea of romantic relief relies heavily on one of the arguments in Laura Mulvey's influential article on spectatorship, "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" which has long challenged the traditional notions that have been shaping our understanding of representation in film (1975) . Mulvey demonstrates the role of female characters in mainstream cinema is insignificant as opposed to that of male characters. The former are oftentimes represented as secondary characters that do not change anything during the course of the film. As Mulvey observes "The presence of woman is an indispensable element of spectacle in normal narrative film, yet her visual presence tends to work against the development of a story line, to freeze the flow of action in moments of erotic contemplation. This alien presence then has to be integrated into cohesion with the narrative " (1975: 837) . The majority of mainstream films spend a considerable percentage of their screen time dealing with the hero's problems but there seems to be without an exception a female character that is somehow less important in the narrative of the film and is romantically involved with the protagonist. The scenes in which we see this female character tend to depict less action when compared to the rest of the film. Sharon Smith asserts "Women provide trouble or sexual interludes for the male characters, or are not present at all " (1999: 14) . Indeed, women in these films are on the screen for the viewing pleasure of the heterosexual male, to serve as eye candy. They contribute sentimental moments to the film as opposed its action-packed scenes. The sole purpose of female characters is to offer male characters an environment free of conflict and struggle. They are merely distractions for the hero. Although this characteristic can be observed in various other genres, it is more evident in action films as it juxtaposes with the male-oriented themes of the genre. At other times, the female character is the cause of trouble herself, which is often referred to as "the damsel in distress." This plot device is quite as common in film as in literature, in which the hero of the film strives to save his love interest from a bad situation. This theme may be recognized in such films as King Kong (1933) action/adventure conventions it conveys an unlikely romance as well. As Jake Sully (Sam Worthington), the protagonist of the film and an outsider in Pandora spends time with the native Neytiri (Zoe Saldana) and learns the way of the Na'vi, the two get closer each day and a love story emerges. The scenes involving Jake and Neytiri alone are great examples of romantic relief, in that they often converse about spirituality and the Na'vi deity Eywa. This is not to say, however, that Neytiri is irrelevant to the main action of Avatar. In fact, she is depicted as a strong female character and a skilled warrior apart from being Jake's love interest.
It is highly difficult to speak so favorably of Armageddon ( 
